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ABSTRACT 



A stuf'y was made of how Australian mothers feel about 



having their children in day care, with particular emphasis on 
mothers' feelings about separation from their children. A total of 10 
mothers and 1 father participated in the pilot study. All but 1 
parent had a child in day care at least 3 days per week. The 
children, who were between 4 and 22 months of age, began attending 
day c^^re prior to their eighth month. Data were gathered using a 
structured interview consisting of 23 questions and 2 questionnaires: 
the Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale and the Revised Infant 
Temperament Questionnaire. Interviews were conducted in the family 
home by an irt<;rviewer who was unnaware of the expected outcomes of 
the study. Pilot results suggest that Australian women experience day 
care for their infants as a loss, and hence show a grief reaction 
which needs to be expressed so that it can move toward resolutior. 
The conflict about infant day care may be most acute for Australian 
mothers who do not have a financial motivation to return to work, or 
at least do not perceive economic factors as primary reasons for 
their return to work. It is concluded that these findings have policy 
implications for maternity leave, work-place day care services, and 
day care practice in general. (RH) 
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institute gf Eari^ £J2i.ldhosd fieveiofiment 



To understand the effects of da/ care attendance on a 
child It needs to be acknowledged that developmental outcomes 
result not only from the child's experienc-s m da/ care. A 
critical concern is also the indirect effects on the child 
that come from the influence of the lay care experience on 
others with whom the child interacts. The focus of the 
research to be reported toda/ is the child's mother and how 
she feels about having a child in da/ care. 

Just as there are many aspects ta the da/ care 
experience for children, so too for parents .n general and 
mothers in particular: - there is relief frcm "continuous 
coverage" demands (La Rossa and La Possa, I'^Si); there is 
e^^'perience of regular shared responsibility for childcare and 
hence perhaps dilution of responsibility; .here is opportunit/ 
for discussion of the child's development with someone who has 
observed the child on a -egular basis; th<?re c:re societal 
value !r. sterns to be d^alt with; and perh^^ps most centrally, 
there are repeated daily and often prolonged separations 
between mcther and child. Our research ;s directed in the 
main to the Jast of these factorr - maternal feelings about 
separation from her child, 

Ver/ little »-esearch has been directed to this 
ques^lon apart from f-he pioneering wor! of Ellen HocU of the 
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Ohio State University. She has found that women dii-fer in 
what she terms '^Materral Separation Arxiet/". "Separation 
anxiety" is a term long used "Dy psychologists in relation to 

hildren but its use \n relation to adults is r.a>/el and 
interer.t ing. Hock (1934) defined maternal =epar«tiori anxiety 
as an apprehension or concern that is uniquely associated with 
mother-child separation. Slie found that a child's adjustment 
to day care is influenced by ..rfe mothers an iety response. 

Co the basis of this research on American women , i t 
was derided to initiate research project i^xplcring hovi 
Australian mo.->ers respond to day-care related separation, how 
they feel about various aspects o-f the day care experience and 
what- f -actors appear tc promote positiv3 feelings in this 
context. A pilot stud' of eleven -families has recently been 
completed and ir this paper I will Dt> presenting some 
preliminary •-es'jlts ^^qt(\ tV is work. 

Method 

Slilfex^c ts 

Ten mcthe»"S and one father participated iri our pil^t 
study. Originally we intended only to talk to mothers bu^^ 
v^ihen one father indicated his enthusiasm tc participate we 
included him in the sample. 

All subjects (excluding a^ie) h^d 3l child in day care 
for at least thr^e doy3 per woet^ "as we nantei at this stage to 
»-?strict Qur stui^' to *ull or nes- full-time da^ care, All 
rhildrep had begcn etterding da., care prior ta 13 months of 
age, ^nd thr^-^e babies had commenced prior to vhrea months of 
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age. We decided to talk to mothers o-f in-fants rather than 
older children because we -felt it is a time «*ihen parents' 
awareness o-f continuous coverage demands are likel/ to be most 
arate, when shared responsibility outside da/ care minima:, 
ond when separation from ^-he day care child would be most 
intense;, experienced. It is also the aje at which increasir.g 
numbf^rs o-f child'-en are entering day care yet about which we 
Unow appallingly little. 

The sample was recruited -from local suburban day caj e 
centres which took babie? -from =i^ weeks o-f age. Eight da/ 
care centres, within an outer -eastern municipality of suburban 
Meltrourne were contacted by letter explaining the project 
brie-f* ' and seeking their ro-operation in obtaining subjects. 
Follow up tel3phore calls located three centres willir3 and 
able to co-oper3te in the study. Two we-e .lewly constructed 
council run centres r»nd the thirl wes ar Dlc'er privately owned 
Tent r e . 

The age c-f t\- e infants at ti^e o-f interview varied 
(^rom -frur to tw?nt/-two months) as did their length o-f time 
in d3>' care two week=; tc twenty -nonths). The mean age the 
pilot stud/ mothers was 29,7 years iran^e 24 - 3;;, ail but 
two o^ th-? families we^e cnly-child -families; the 
relationships in the main wr»-e long term and all but one 
mother was currently living with the child's father. The 
average income lev'el was $21,000 - $40, COO, the educational 
levels varied -from some high school to tertiary .je5ree and 
diploma and Lhe subject= i r, the mair were An g 1 c - Aus t ra 1 i ans . 
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Data was gatherf^d using a structured interview 
technique and the questions asked were added to and modified 
slightl/ during the pilot study i-iterviews. The final version 
Q-f the intervi-w included twenty-three questions which among 
other things exp'or-ed materns! intent.;ons to return to wo'"; 
pre and post pregnc-.ncy. reasons -for returning to work, 
■feelings about wnrl ing and separftior, from her child both 
be-foro and a^te- the child entered day care and other issues 
such as the support -j-f partner and friends and sat sfactior, 
with the da/ care staff. 

1' addition parents completed two questionnaires - the 
Maternal Separation An-<iet;. Scale developed by Hock, Gnezda 
and McB-ide (1983) .nd the PITQ (revised Infant Temperament 
Que=tior naire) or the TTS ('addler Temperament Scale) revised 
and normalized for Australian irfarts and toddlets by Sanso., 

et ai (19851 and Prio^ et ai .IPS"'). Tte RITQ/TT3 was given 
ta nothrrs to determine if maternal separation an.ie'.y was 
related lo maternal pe--c?ption of i-fa,it tc-.nperament . 

Proc^i^ ' I i"e 

Interviews uere conducted in tie family home and the 
same female interviewer (the second author; conducted all 
interviews. She is trained in psychology b. t was r.aive as to 
the li^-erature m th^ c-rea and hence to any expected outcomes. 
She was instructed to remai-i non - ev£ 1 uat i ve throughout the 
1 n tar ■/ 1 ew . 
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Interviews were conducted during June and Jul/ of this 
year and hence we have only begun tc collate and analyse the 
data, I can report however that there was variability within 
our sanple m total scores on the fISAS and on the subscaJes 
withm this quest. onaire which have to do with maternal guilt, 
sadness, beliefs about children's 9bilit/ tz profit from ncn 
maternal care and role related conflicts. 

We hope to be ab i e to <jse these- data in conjunction 
with the interview records to help us identify key variables 
to be investigated in the next sta^je of our research project. 
A useful outcome of this pilot work wab that mothers were able 
to complete the questionaire without difficulty hence 
reassuring as its applicability in ar. A.^stralian context. 

Transcr-ipts 3^ i nte'^v i ew=: a-? curre'itl/ toeing typed .j^p 
but to corrnun ica te scne feeling fcr the sort i nf or mat i -^.i 

being 3? r er :? t»-^^>^. I would lile tc present a brief summary of 
aspect^ o^ a s»na 1 I select icn of records. These to De 
discussed 9»^e ^3Sporses of four mot^-.ers selected to 31 ve some 
I'-'dicat 'or ni ^he range of feelings ^^perienced. 

0/H I Table 1, Subject details. 

PCI and RC3 were the two mothers wnose babies had most 
recentl/ ccrrm^rceci da/ care (tuc weeUs^. Feelings of grief 
were bei^^g experienced b/ both these mothe-^s. This was so 
even ^-houah th-? infants /jere both attending h . gh quality 
centres and despite the fact tha^" c'-je rnotwation for the 
mothers to return to worU- differed marUedly, PCI returned to 
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Table 1. PILOT STUDY - SUBJKLT DETAILS {* denotes responses discussed herein) 



ouD jecc 
Code 


BC3(F) 


PCI 


BCl 


* 

RC2 


RCl 


PC4 


RC3 


PC2 


BC4 


PC3 


* 

BC2 


Chi Ids - 
sex 


M 


M 


M 


F 


F 


F 


F 


F 


M 


M 


F 


aop of f*nt"rv 


2nit hs 


4C 2 III u 1 1 o 


<c 2 III u 1 1 o 


5m t h s 


v/lll L. 1 1 O 


lOmths 


1 Om*' hs 


1 2niths 


13niths 


1 5niths 


17niths 


pd . in d .c . 


?Omtbs 


2wks 


?iniths 


5mths 


A^mths 


2iniths 


2wks 


2^niths 


3niths 


3mchs 


3niths 


age at 
in^^erview 


22mLhs 


3niths 


5nith'' 




lOmt hs 


lU^mths 


1 ijmtha 


J Ojmtns 


1 4 jinths 


16niths 


18nit hs 


Ami hs 


Mothers age 


31 


31 


26 


28 


31 


33 


24 


31 


25 


34 


33 


Fathers age 


51 


[ 


2U 


28 


34 


33 


26 


36 


26 


36 


30 


Siblings 


M 21. 


3) - 




~ 






~ 




F-4iyrs 




M-4iyr s 


Years in 
relationshp 


3 


12 


3 


8 


9 


7 


8 


8 


8 


12 


6 


Income level 


2 


3 


2 


3 


— 

3 


2 


2 


2 


n 


1 


2 


leve I 


1 


4 


■3 


2 


4 


1 


3 


2 


I 


3 


4 


Fathers educ . 
level 


3 


4 


I 


2 


3 


3 


2 


1 


I 


5 


3 


Nat ionali ty 


Dutch 
(F) 

Philip. 
(M) 


Austn . 


Eng. 
(K) 

Austn . 
(M) 


Aust n. 


Eng. 


Austn . 
(F) 
I r ish 
(M) 


AusLn . 


Eng . 


Austn . 


Eng. 

(F) 

Austn. 
(M) 


Sth. 
African 



ICEYS: 
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EDUCATION LEVEL: 

1. High School 

2. HSC 

3. TAPE Qualification 

4. Tertiary Diploma or Degree 

5. Post Graduate Qualification 



GROSS COMBINED INCOME: 

1. $20,000 or below 

2. $21,000 to $40,000 

3. $41,000 and above 



PAGE 6 



work because, in her words, it Kas -financially unviable" for 
her not to do so. Although her current standard of J wing was 
high she reported needing two wages to continue to improve the 
family's economic oosition without which she considered the 
family would "stagnate" financially. she reported that wnen 
she cam^ home from hospial she "cried alot", "I didn't want to 
go back to wark". She said " I can't remember when I last 
cried ( l^e^ before tnis situation) but I cried alot - m 

the department store, in the street in the most 

ridiculous Places but I'd jus. burst into tears when I'd thmt 
about It." Althouoh She reported "being o.er that now" she 
nonetheless expressed beirg upset at the prospect of still 
being working when ^he child =ta-ted school - concerns related 
to after-school care etc. She seemed to be holding o,-, to a 
dream of not wcrxmg sometime in the f.tt.re. " I ■ adapted to 
the fact th^t If I won- hard over the ne>'t ten years I'll be 
her^ for his ad a 1 esr.once . That might be more necessary than 
now." She sa^d "IM f3r sooner home - if we coL,ld afford 

It I'd be hone f.me - i'„ r,ot happy about it but we don't 

have a choice .... you just have to console yourself." 

RC3, on the othe- hana was under no financial pressure 
to work but after nine months of full time mothering had 
become unhappy and bored. She said "I just didn't find it 
very fulfilling being home so I decided to go back to work". 
Nonetheless reaching the decision to return to ucr:., albeit 
for only two davs a week was ve-y difficult. She said she had 
not talked her feelings over with anyone :other than ;,er 
husband) because of her mi.ed err.ot.o, s. She said "I fe't so 
stuoid because ell I ccuM do was cr^ but I wanted to go back 

to Hor I "; "T didn't- ^p-e.} t r-r,.,t-i ^ i ■ 

^lan r eel I could tall to any cf my friends an i 

say 'I don't want to go back to work; I don't want to leave 
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Her' because they would have said *Well, don*t'. I just felt 
T was being really stupid (liUe I should tell myself "Make up 
your mind".) 

For RC3 the qua lit/ of care her child was receiving 
was centre!, and continuing working seemed to hinge on 
continued satisfaction with day care, "Because I didn't have 
to go back to work, it was rr.y own choice, I felt so guilcy, I 
felt I had to have really good care -for her". She later said 
"I'm reall/ happ/ with the care, oth(^rwis^ I wouldn't have 
stuck it oLi t this long". 

Both women experienced guilt but this appeared to oe 
based in different aspects of the e<;perience -for them. 
Whereas for ^Cl the gu : 1 t seemed to stem mainly f rom her need 
to be free from concerns about her baby during the working day 
- she said "As heartless as it seems, uo succeed I nav/e to not 
worry about him all de/" (at work), for RC3 the guilt stemmed 
from her choice not to oe a full time mother. Although she 
reported that her friends were supportive and encouraging of 
her decision to retsjrn to wo^u, she felt some people would 
thini-' she was selfish or that she didn't love her child 
anymore "now that the ncv*?lt/ had v)orn off.' 

The pattern of e^pe^ience described t:y RC2 was 
somewJ^at different from the two women '^iscussecl so far srd as 
hQr child had been in da/ care for five -^n^nths at th^ 
inter\uew she highlightej somr chan^c-s ^cf. recurred after 
the initial "settl^-g ^n" pe- - .?d , She rep^^^ted son.t; 
difficulty in ememh'^r • r 3 hrw ?>e h^d felt at the time her 
baby <=?ntered da^^ ca»^e but :r y.er own .-vords "wasn't dreadfully 
up?*?t." Rathe*" she ^ocusse^ on ♦'he dif-fJCL'lty she experienced 
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at that time in starting a new job end how well her baby had 
settled. She even commented that "I would have 1 i Ued Becky to 
be a bit upset, taut she wasn't." Although she reported 
basically wishing she wasn't going back to work, in other 
parts of the intervieis she focussed on the positive aspects oi 
working. She reported that given total freedom oi choice she 
wouldn't have changed much at «? U in the past five months 
e;cept perhaps to work part time not full time, tut not at the 
e'<pens** of a fulfilling stimulating job". She enjoyed work 
and reported that "Becky is happier, I'm nappier - the time 
we're together is better." However, quality of care was ve: , 
important. She stated "If the centre was not available I'd 
still be home and struggling - there'd be a let more arguments 
- and I wouldn't be at all happ/ Everything's falling 

into pi ace . " 



interviev*' was that although sadness was no*, cverwhelming in 
the e^rlv weeks, she reported t'i3t after five months "It gets 
a bit worse now because she's doing more and I'm always afraid 
I'm qoing to mss something. There are tim?3 ^ncw) when I 
wish I could be with her all the time because she's gett.ng 
more i n t er es 1 1 ng , . . , 1 1 s a little bit ha^d^r now than it was in 
the begi nn 1^3, . . , , /ou get a bit sck of work too at 

times vou think it wpjld be nice to be at home but if I 

was at home I'd rather be at work, " 



.'iorl^ing relationship with the day care std^ff was very 
important, Mums with children in the high quality centres 
sought and receiN'erf reassurance from staff whicK irade their 
situation much easier to cope with. The sensitivity ana 



Another inte»"e5tin3 point to emerge frcn this 



For the mums interviewed, -^orming a ScXtisfactory 




PAGE 9 



caring o-f the staff was commented on by lany. For mothers 
with children m 1 tjw quality care, howe^/er, the type of care 
being received by their child *n the c3ntrs is itself an added 
weight on tieir mind. PC2, for example, was very concerned 
about the physical care being received by her child. She 
reported that she chose the day zare centre when pressed or 
tine, ana h^ad been upE?t by a number ,f things that had 
happened in the te-ntre, but since she was working for 
financial reasons con^sider^d ;t, as other mothers had 
m«^ntioned as "something I had to do". Although she said that 
"Uj^en T got to work thr e were so many things happening that I 
n.'icUly forgot about it", the whole ^'perience was worrying 
for her . 

Th'ts mother had two pre-schocl children, and had not 
wa,_ed to return to work. She said it was her 'lusband's 
decision that she return to work, that she "was rorced to do 
it". She said that onc^? she started v^orkmg " ; *: was 
frustrating - it was a lot of wor'^r - I wosS frustrated and 
miserable nost of the t'Tpe - I ^elt T neglected my famil/". 
Although she repo>"ted sa/irg to he^ husband "You wiint ris to 
work so the housewo'^k has tc be 50/50" it had in her v*.ord£;, 
"..not worked out that wa'". Fcr this •noth»:"*r, the con*^ination 
cf the ext'^a workload, leek cf support and concerns about car'i 
made the whole experience very "tiying emot • ona 1 1 y . " This 
contrasts with the experience, particularly of PC 7 and RC2 
whose children were ir high quality care and who we^e very 
satis-^ied with the emotional and phy<rical support cf the ' r 
partners. Clearly the scenario for all these womer would have 
been different if their particular e\p8riences in these ar^^as 
had been more or less positive. 
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Although still have much to do by way o+ data 
analyses I believe this area o^ research .-nil h^ip to 
understand the e.^ects .ay care .ore .ully. We intend to 
use the onot study data to id^nt.f> a small number of 
variables (e.g., age o. entry, qa.Mity oi care et..,, .hich 
v.ni be .nvestigst<,d ^./s tenat i ca I 1 y in a follow up study. 
What o.r results date suggest is that .onen experience da, 
-^re for their infants as a los=., and hence she;.; a gr:ef 
^^action .h.ch needs to be exprass3d so tha. it can move 
towards resolution. Wome. experience conflict about infant 
day ca,e and possibly this is .est acu^e for those .others who 
do not have a financi-.l motivation to return to worU, or who 
dn not at least perceive economic factors a. pri^.ry ,n the.r 
return to pa.d employment. These and other results have 
poUcv iniDlication. to do with m.tern:ty leave and wor. -place 
dav car., among other th-ngs and also have implications for day 
care practice. Clean, th^re is a need for professionals to 
acknowledge and be -nformed about maternal separation anxiety 
and the gner reaction and hence help to provide a =3ettincj :n 
Which a mother can express and hopefully resolve her gr i .f . 
This should contribute to positive day ca^e ef-fects ^cr both 
mother and child. Fi^aUv, ,t is Tr..,cial for mothers to 
become better iMormed abo.t the lil.i, effects of day care on 
their chi Id-en. When worrer fear, and others erroneously 
confirm that dav care ,n general a-d daycare related 
separation fro-, mother in particular is necessar:!,- b.d for 
thei^ .hiM's developtrent, the possibility arises of a 
self--ful*ill,ng prophesy which cruld have been avoided. 
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